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This is the story of monsters and what they do to those who love them, those who fear them, and those who are simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or, from a different perspective, those who are in the right place at the right time. Serendipity is just as cruel as it is kind.


This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever loved a monster.
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CHAPTER ONE


The Crowder House clung to the soil the way damp air clings to hot skin.


Vera had anticipated that coming back to her childhood home would be difficult. She had almost refused, had almost made up an excuse: I’m really busy at work. I don’t have time to come watch you die.


She shielded her eyes with one flat hand, trying to dampen the too-­bright day enough to make eye contact with the windows of her parents’ old bedroom. There was only so long she could wait.


There was only so long her mother would wait.


Vera stood with one foot on the lawn and one foot on the driveway, sweating, straining as if she might be able to make out the sound of Daphne dying inside. But the house was built to keep the wind out and the sound in. It stood there, patiently waiting for Vera to come inside, and it did not reveal a single one of its secrets no matter how long and hard Vera stared at it.


Her father, Francis Crowder, had built the house long before she was born, back when his marriage to Vera’s mother was new. Back before everything else happened, before everyone knew his name. He’d built it with his two strong hands, built it right in the middle of his square patch of green land, built two stories above the ground and dug one below. He’d built it for Daphne to live in and to die in. From the looks of things she was committed to doing just that.


Francis himself didn’t stand a chance of dying in that house, of course.


Not anymore.


That was the only reason Vera was willing to come back at all—­that, and the impossible reality of her mother’s voice on the phone, rippling with sickness, asking her home.


Vera stood outside the Crowder House much too long, letting the late-­spring humidity slide into her throat and choke her. The house was smothered on all sides by a sea of green. The entire block was an eruption of flowers and foliage, just like it always was in the last days before summer broke open and thundered down on everything spring had made. The air was thick with the smell of jasmine and lilacs and wisteria, overpoweringly sweet, so dense Vera wanted to bite into it. It was like trying to breathe fresh sap, relentlessly spring in a way that reached down into Vera’s lungs with clawed fingers and nested there. Being outside was almost as impossible as going inside.


Almost.


Daphne had never asked Vera to come home before. Not once in a dozen years. Vera knew better than to let this development give her hope, but she couldn’t seem to shake the feeling; it bubbled up like a blister and stuck like a scar.


She had come home in spite of that hope and she couldn’t make herself go inside until she had sloughed it off. She couldn’t afford to bring it inside with her.


Hope was a liability at the Crowder House.


Vera’s ostensible task was to clear out the house and to watch her mother die. And after that—­after that, she’d get the chance to sort things out. But she couldn’t do either one of those things with one foot on the lawn and one foot on the driveway and her eyes full of sun and her lungs full of syrup.


Vera made herself take one step toward the house. The grass underfoot was thick and springy, dense with clover, drunk on snowmelt. She pressed forward, one foot after another pressing the grass flat. It got easier and easier with each step until, just like that, she was right at the lip of the porch.


Tar-­smell came off the wood of the stairs that led up to the house. These steps were made of brand-­new redwood, nothing like the splintery white stairs that had been there a dozen years before. Nothing like the stairs her father had built. She knew those stairs with her hands and her feet and the backs of her legs, knew the places where Francis had touched the wood with thick-­gloved hands and settled it into a shape that would bring the front lawn and the front door together.


Vera examined this new wood and tried to add it to the things she knew, the things that would rid her of foolish ideas about forgiveness and homecoming. Daphne’d probably gotten whichever parasite was currently living in the renovated garden shed to build the new porch for her. Those new stairs meant that she had known what was coming for a while, had been fixing up the house for Vera to eventually sell. She’d waited until the last minute to call her only daughter home.


Vera wondered if, in the destruction of the old front steps, anything had been found. But of course, the thing Vera hid there must have been destroyed. She would have seen on the news if they’d found what she tucked beneath those old boards so many years before.


It was always on the news when something fresh came to light.


The smell of fresh lumber gave Vera what she needed: a reminder of how things really were. A reminder of how little she had been welcome here until this moment. She breathed in the redwood smell and she spread the last of her hope out on those brand-­new steps and she watched it die writhing, watched it without pity, watched it until it was still and cold.


It was the right thing to do, giving up that little bit of hope. It was the only thing to do. Some things, Vera knew, were made to die.


The fresh new stain on the wood of the stairs was tacky under the soles of her shoes, sucking her down. As she took her foot off the top step, Vera snapped the fingers of her right hand four times fast. It was an old habit—­a childhood tic that she’d dropped when she left the house. She looked down at her hand with surprise, shocked that it would betray her like this, but her fingers did not apologize. They remembered what they were supposed to do to keep her safe, remembered from when she was young enough to develop a superstition without reasoning herself out of it. Vera’s fingers knew that snapping four times had gotten her this far.


The front door of the Crowder House was, mercifully, the same as it had always been. It was the door Vera’s father hung when he built the house, the door Vera had closed behind her when she left home for good so many years before. It was painted a deep velvety green, with a brass knob and a diamond-­shaped window a foot above Vera’s eye level. It’d been just the right height for her father to peer through when he’d wanted to see who was outside.


Her old key still fit sweet and snug in the lock. The paint on the door was warm under the flat of her hand. She wrapped her fingers around the smooth brass of the doorknob, and with just a little pressure and almost no resistance at all, she was inside the house that her father built.


The door shut behind her without a sound.


It had been twelve years since Vera had last stood on the inside of that door. The sweat on her skin dried fast in the air-­conditioned dark of the entryway, leaving her goosefleshed and sticky.


Without looking, she held out her hand and dropped her housekey in the bowl on the little table that stood beside the door; the bowl that was for keys and nothing else, the bowl that had been there since before she could remember, that would remain where it was until she sent it away along with all the rest of her mother’s things. The key landed with a bright chime.


The house swallowed the sound immediately, because it was a house that knew how to stay quiet.


Vera breathed in the windows-­shut smell of the place where she’d been born. The place where she’d grown up. The place she’d abandoned.


The place where her mother was going to die.




CHAPTER TWO


In hindsight, Vera could see that she’d started turning toward home two jobs ago. She’d been doing data entry at a plastics manufacturer, and a coworker had seen Daphne on the news. That was a pre-­deathbed Daphne, a Daphne who had no interest in her daughter, and she was on the news announcing her plans to host a new artist-­in-­residence at the Crowder House. There was going to be a series of paintings, an extended tour, a disgustingly lucrative auction. The coworker had seen the announcement and spotted the uncanny resemblance between Daphne and Vera (who wouldn’t), and they’d put that together with Vera’s last name and they’d figured out who she was. Who her father had been.


It wasn’t a hard riddle to solve.


Then had come the usual fraught few days of office friendships disintegrating, emails going unanswered, the break room emptying as soon as she entered. Vera had presented herself at HR to save them the trouble of summoning her. They’d called it a redundancy instead of a layoff, which she thought was kind.


It felt like fate: her next job falling apart in just the same way, and then the lease renewal on her apartment coming up fast, and then Daphne calling just as Vera was about to start looking for her next new temporary life.


Vera told herself that a good daughter would go home after that phone call without hesitation. Besides, it would be a relief to not have to find another furnished apartment, to not have to try to mold her spine into the shape of a new-­old mattress and spring-­stiff sofa. It wasn’t like she had more than a few things to pack.


She’d gifted her three remaining fish to a nine-­year-­old boy who lived in the unit below hers. He’d promised to keep them alive.


Vera didn’t give the fish great odds, but that wasn’t her business anymore.


It had been easy to uproot her life and leave it behind. She’d done it so many times before. And because that part had been easy, and because nothing could be easy all the way through, she knew to expect this next part to be hard.


In Vera’s memory, Daphne Crowder was a tall, thin, square-­jawed woman with a tennis bracelet she never wore and a habit of biting through thread instead of cutting it. She was a woman who swept up broken shards of china and packed lunches in crinkling brown bags and frowned at the laundry as she folded it. She was a woman who had let Vera grow up for exactly seventeen and a half years before shutting the door behind her and bolting it for good.


Daphne had kissed Vera on the cheek that day without looking her in the eye, and then Vera had been outside of the house her father built with a dark blue duffel bag over her shoulder and a light blue suitcase in her hand. When she heard the bolt slide home she knew that the house her father built would never hold a place for her again. The way back, she knew, was closed to her.


Except now, the way was open again.


Vera stood under the arch that separated the dining room from the entryway, holding that same dark blue duffel and that same light blue suitcase, and her head swam. The house was the same, but everything everything everything was different.


The dining chairs had been pushed up against the walls. The dining table had been replaced by an adjustable bed. In the bed was a woman.


The woman was looking at Vera with her mother’s eyes. But this woman, who was made of paper and wax and seemed too small for her own skin, could not be Daphne Crowder.


A strange hot flush of mortification climbed Vera’s throat. It was as if she’d interrupted her mother in the middle of some terribly private moment. Something like bathing or masturbating or digging a kitchen knife into the palm of her own hand.


Dying, Vera supposed, was even more personal than any of those things. She was gripped by the urge to apologize for intruding.


“You look tired,” the woman in the bed said. She spoke with the same voice that had once told Vera the reason for the box of baking soda in the refrigerator, the voice that had told her what ovaries were for, the voice that had always been flat and loveless but had turned hateful the year Vera turned twelve.


It was her mother’s voice.


Almost.


Something was different. The cold authority had drained out of Vera’s mother like brake fluid from a cut line. She spoke slowly, carefully, as if she were pushing each word out with individual effort. Her dry tongue made soft sticking sounds against her lips, against the roof of her mouth.


Her tongue must be dry. The thought clicked the new thing into place between them. Vera wasn’t home to visit. She had a job to do. A purpose. She set down her bags and crossed the threshold of the dining room.


“Do you want some water?”


“I have some, there,” Vera’s mother said, pointing to the sideboard. It was part of the dining room set Daphne and Francis had bought when they moved into the house, back when Vera was just an idea they were disagreeing about. The dining table and chairs and sideboard and china cabinet were all made of golden oak, carved with a grapevine motif that Vera had traced with her index finger as a kid.


There was a thick layer of hard, clear plexiglass on top of the sideboard now, screwed into place at the corners. A plastic hospital-­pink pitcher sweated on top of the plexiglass next to a stack of waxed paper cups. Vera poured a splash of water into one of the little cups, filling it to the brim, and brought it to her mother. She wondered briefly if she should get a bigger glass—­those little cups barely held a mouthful each.


But then Vera handed the cup over and noted the way her mother’s wrists shivered at the weight of it and she understood: this was the most she could expect Daphne to carry.


Vera helped lift the cup. Some of the water dribbled out of the side of her mother’s mouth, darkening the cotton at her throat. Vera looked around for a tissue, but Daphne waved her away.


“I’ve got it,” she said, wiping the water away with the side of one hand. The thin, yellowed skin of her face stretched under the pressure of her touch. Her cheeks had caved in like a mid-­November jack-­o’-­lantern—­there had to be teeth missing, Vera thought. There was no way her mother had lost enough weight to hollow out her face like that. But then her fingers brushed her mother’s hand when she took the little paper cup back, and she reconsidered.


Daphne’s fingers had always been slender. Now they were skeletal. Brittle. She looked at her mother’s wrists and saw knobs of protruding bone. So much had been whittled away.


Vera felt the first pang of regret.


She should have come home sooner. The daughter she’d always wanted to be would have come home sooner.


Vera, though, had taken more time than usual settling her affairs, rehoming fish and packing up the few things she wanted to keep and staring at herself hard in the mirror for long stretches of time. She had spread the drive home out over three days when she definitely could have done it in two. She had lingered on the front lawn, gawking up at the house, dreading what was inside.


Vera hadn’t known it would be this bad. She couldn’t have known. That whole time, her mother had been wasting away.


Daphne cleared her throat, cracking through the silence like the back of a spoon tapping the top of a crème brûlée. “You should take your things to your bedroom and get settled,” she said, her voice more even now that she’d had some water. She still sounded strange, but Vera supposed dying would do that to a person. “You must be exhausted from the drive.”


“Yeah, um. It was a long way up here from Cape Coral. And I slept in the car.” Vera stood at the side of the bed where her mother was dying, unsure of where to put her hands. Sitting on the mattress felt unspeakably overfamiliar but standing there felt like looming. And she didn’t want to go to her bedroom. Not yet. “I probably smell awful, I should take a shower.”


“Oh, I can’t smell anything anymore,” her mother said, her lips cracking as they pulled back from her teeth in a clench-­jawed smile. “But I’m sure a shower will make you feel better, at least. You can use the one in the upstairs bedroom. I suppose that’s obvious, it’s not like there’s another shower you could use. Unless you want to go knock on the door to the cottage, and ask James if you can borrow his.” She cleared her throat again, a thicker, wetter sound than the first time. “Go on and get settled. I’m fine here.”


Vera’s stomach clenched at the thought of the cottage, which used to be called a ‘shed’ back before her mother decided to invite people to live in it. Ignoring it—­the twist in her belly and the memories she had of that shed—­she poured more water into the waxed paper cup and set it down on the rolling table beside her mother’s bed.


The dining room was all dark paneling and butter-­yellow paint. The flat-­pack look of that too-­modern rolling table was completely out of place. The bed was similarly wrong: made of smooth white particleboard, nothing like the dark bedknobs of the bed her mother and father had once shared. That bed—­the old bed—­was probably still upstairs, too heavy for Daphne to have moved on her own.


The realization washed over Vera like nausea: that bed, the matching nightstands, the matching vanity, the half-­empty closet. It would be up to her to decide what to do with all of it, and soon.


Sooner than she’d planned for, if Daphne was as sick as she looked.


Vera stood there, dull-­eyed, contemplating the rolling table, until her mother spoke again.


“I know. It’s hideous. But it was cheap, and it’s not like”—­she interrupted herself to clear her throat again, her eyes flashing—­“it’s not like I’ll be using it for long.”


“It’s nice,” Vera said automatically. “It seems nice, I mean.” She couldn’t tell if this was a real conversation or if her mother was just making noise to drive her out of the room.


“That young man brought it in and put it all together for me. I bought a new mattress for your bed, too. I gave him the old one. It seemed like the right thing to do. No sense wasting it, and I’m sure he’ll find it inspiring.”


Vera knew she was expected to be thankful for the new mattress. The old one probably had moths in it anyway. But she couldn’t make herself form words, not over the horror of knowing that that young man had been breathing in the smell of her sleep-­sweat and skin.


Then again, who could be certain that he was the first? For all Vera knew, Daphne charged all her tenants a little extra for a chance to sleep in her husband’s daughter’s old bed.


Inspiring, indeed.


“Do you want me to put the table closer?” Vera asked, sidestepping the question of gratitude entirely. Her mother nodded, so Vera tugged on the little table until the wheeled base disappeared under the bed and the flat top slid across the quilt that covered her mother to the waist. The whole thing fit flush around the contour of the mattress and the bedframe.


“They’re a set,” Vera’s mother said. “Just a rental. After I’m done with them, you can just call the number on the fridge and someone from the company will come get the furniture back. Not your new mattress, of course, but these things.”


A rental.


This was how she’d always been. Practical, direct, unwilling to bow to the discomfort of others. Vera’s mother did what needed to be done, always, and she had no patience for squeamishness.


“How did you get my phone number?” Vera asked.


Her mother’s mouth twitched like she was biting through thread. “Looked you up,” she said. “It wasn’t hard. You never changed your name.”


“It’s his name,” Vera muttered.


Daphne’s eyes flashed again, an old dangerous flash that put heat behind Vera’s ears. “What did you say?”


“I’ll go put my things away,” Vera quickly replied. She hesitated beside the bed, not wanting to walk away yet, searching for another sentence. For something a different daughter and a different mother might have said to each other by now, something that would stitch up the open wound that was the last twelve years.


Daphne regarded her beadily. “If you want to take a nap you should go for it. I probably will. I sleep a lot these days.”


“Sure,” Vera said. “Do you need, um. Do you need help getting up and down? Like . . . to the bathroom? I can come check on you every hour or so . . . ?”


Daphne’s chin jerked back into her neck, her revulsion palpable. She loaded a thousand different meanings into her one-­word answer. “No.”


Vera felt a flush of uncertain guilt. She should have done more research, she thought, should have asked more questions ahead of time about what her mother might need from her. “Are you sure? I don’t mind, and you shouldn’t have to—­”


“I have a system,” Daphne responded evenly. “I’m taken care of during the day. The details are not your business. You just focus on the house.”


Vera knew she should ask more questions, but being here in this room with her mother was making her blood vibrate. The urge to escape subsumed any thoughts of responsible caretaking. “Great. I’ll check on you before dinner.”


“It’s at six,” Daphne replied. “We all eat together. I’m sure James will have questions for you. You’ll be polite,” she added sharply.


This was more familiar territory. Vera didn’t know how to navigate Daphne’s vulnerability, but her anger was another matter entirely. “Fine. Yes. Six.” Vera walked back across the room to where her bags were waiting, and that’s when she made her first mistake.


“Love you, Mom.”


Her throat burned in the wake of those words. She picked up her duffel bag, the rustle of it almost covering a soft sound from behind her.


Vera turned around to see her mother looking at her expectantly with heavy-­lidded, glassy eyes. She had said something that Vera hadn’t heard, and it was important to hear what her mother had said because that ‘love you, Mom’ had slipped out of Vera unbidden and instinctive—­and maybe, just possibly, it would turn out that in her long absence those words had become welcome.


“What did you say?” Vera said, her free hand lifting to her throat unbidden to feel the chain that sat there, the weight of the old key that hung around her neck. “I didn’t hear you. Sorry.”


Daphne cleared her throat, took a sip of water with a trembling hand. She set the water down carefully before answering. “I said, you don’t have to call me that.”


Vera couldn’t seem to shape her brain around the conversation. Something about being here in the house again, with the dark dining room floor pressing against the soles of her feet—­she couldn’t think.


“Mom.” The woman in the bed briefly pursed her lips as if she’d just taken an accidental sip of brine. “You don’t need to call me ‘Mom’ while you’re here. Just call me Daphne.” She didn’t look Vera in the eye. “Things aren’t that different just because I’m dying. Let’s not pretend.”


The burning in Vera’s throat hardened, expanded, reached a fist down into her belly and clenched it until the knuckles cracked. It forced the air out of her lungs. She made a sound like “oh,” and her field of vision shrank to her mother’s hollow eyes and dry lips and thin, thin, thin neck.


She wanted to say that was fine, because it was. She wanted to say that she understood, because she did. She knew better than to try saying that accidental sentence again, even using her mother’s name in place of ‘Mom.’ She knew not to do that, at least.


She let go of the chain around her neck and immediately missed the feel of it between her fingers.


“I’ll check on you before dinner. Daphne,” she said. Her voice came out hoarse, as though she’d let out all the screams she was swallowing.


Daphne didn’t answer. She was already asleep, or maybe pretending to be, bolt-­upright, her eyes shut and her jaw slack.


“Okay,” Vera whispered to herself. She turned and briefly rested her forehead against the smooth plaster of the arch between the dining room and the entryway, letting the house soak in a little of the heat from her blazing face. “That’s okay, then.”


Vera went back the way she’d come, from the dining room to the entryway, and all around her, the Crowder House exhaled a long-held breath.




CHAPTER THREE


The stairs that led from the entryway to the second level of the house always seemed to have too many shadows. Before, when child-­Vera had lived in the house her father built, she’d tiptoed across the entryway at night to use the powder room, swallowed whole by the dark of the house, counting her steps so as not to bump into the wall.


Francis Crowder had built the lower level of the house without hallways because Daphne hadn’t seen a need for them, and she was the person he was building the house for. Because of this choice the rooms simply led one to another, separated by thick walls and connected by high, wide, open archways. The stairs were off to the right side of the entryway, while the powder room was on the left, with its connecting door back to the living room. The little room under the stairs—­Francis’s office, which became Vera’s bedroom—­stood directly opposite the powder room, the two doorways mirroring each other.


Just past her old bedroom was the door to the basement, squat and wide with a slanted top to follow the contour of the stairs. The two doors stood beside each other like a half-­formed wink—­one Vera refused now to see as she walked past, dropping her bags at the foot of the stairs and pulling out her last fresh change of clothes. She’d take the bags into her old bedroom after showering, she thought. Laundry could wait for the morning.


She paused at the foot of the stairs, staring up into the darkness of the second floor.


Her hand lifted to the lightswitch and found it right away, without her having to grope for it. When Vera flipped the switch, the upstairs lights flickered twice, just the way they always had. It was a fault in the wiring her father had put in back when he built the house.


Vera smiled as she climbed the stairs.


That little flicker, and then the soft creak of the fourth step, and now the feel of the wallpaper under her trailing fingertips.


It was as familiar as her own skin.


Vera had lived in a lot of places after leaving the Crowder House. She’d been in shitty apartments and nice apartments and even a townhouse for a year, before that situation went bad the way things always did. But she hadn’t lived in any of those places long enough to stop bumping into things. She hadn’t lived in any of them long enough to feel tenderly toward them.


This house, though. The outside of Vera was shaped like the inside of this house. This was the house her father had built with his two strong hands. This was the goldfish tank where she’d grown to the size she would always be, even after her mother gave her away to the world. There was a space for her here, an indentation she’d left years ago that still held a little of the warmth of her body. No matter what Daphne thought of her daughter, no matter how hard the next few days or weeks or months were going to be, Vera had once belonged here.


Now that she wasn’t looking at the woman that was in her mother’s bed, now that she wasn’t listening to that voice coming from that face and looking at those eyes and feeling the ghost of a slap on the rise of her cheekbone—­now that she could feel the weight of the house settling over her shoulders like a friendly arm—­she felt almost happy to be where she was.


It was the first time Vera had felt that way in a very long time.


The carpet in the middle of the stairs was darker than the carpet at the edges. It was exactly the same as it had been when she left home, already covered in the same layer of thick clear plexiglass as the sideboard in the dining room. The tread on the plexiglass here was scuffed in places, but the carpet—­the carpet Francis Crowder had walked on—­was perfectly preserved beneath it.


At the top of the stairs there was a hallway, with three rooms set primly away from each other. Upstairs got a hallway even though downstairs didn’t, since Daphne had always understood the importance of keeping personal things apart.


All the way at the end of the hall was the bedroom where her parents used to sleep, the bedroom where Vera had been born. Along one wall was her mother’s long-­disused sewing room and her father’s office, separated by the linen closet. The master bathroom was along the other wall. Vera was glad she didn’t need to go through her parents’ bedroom to get to it. A connecting door met the hallway, just like the powder room downstairs.


Two doors in each bathroom, and none of them locking. Vera was never sure of the exact reason for the dual entrances. Maybe Francis had just forgotten to take bathrooms into account when he’d been drawing up the plans.


It was a thing best left unconsidered, Vera thought. Some questions don’t want answering.
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Vera stayed in the bathroom longer than necessary. She stood under the weak spray of the shower, losing herself in a chip in the tile on the wall until the hot water started to run out. She lingered for a long time, letting drops of water slip across her flesh and trickle down into the drain, where they’d slide down along the warm metal of the pipes. Letting the house drink her down.


Her skin was still damp as she dressed. Her clothes darkened in places and stuck too close to her, but she didn’t want to use the towels in this bathroom without knowing which ones were clean. She braided her overlong brown hair while it was wet and then twisted the braid up into a loose bun to keep it from dripping onto her shirt.


It was how she always did her hair after washing it—­out-­of-­the-­way, easy, automatic. But this time it felt wrong. Too tight, too heavy, too close. Before she could think about why, she took her hair down, combed it out, and picked up her mother’s ancient pink hair dryer.


It was clumsy work. Vera had a lot of hair and she almost never did anything with it that wasn’t a braid and a bun. Daphne had styled it for her on special occasions and picture days before that awful year. And then after that awful year, it didn’t matter so much anymore.


It would have been easier to cut it short, but Francis had always liked it best long.


Coordinating the brush and the blow-­dryer at the same time was tricky and it took her ages but she managed to do a not-­terrible job. Over the course of thirty minutes or so her hair went from a wet, ropy ink-­slick to a too-­dry fall of deep brown. Loose strands littered the cool tile at her feet, fluttering in the draft from the floorboard vents, drifting toward the grate.


Vera pinned her now-­dry, now-­straight hair away from her face using a few old clips she found beside the sink. She took her time smoothing down the stray frizz at her hairline.


The loose hair on the floor gathered next to the baseboard vent, which had steadily sucked the steam out of the air until even the little haze of fog at the edges of the mirror was gone.


Vera made eye contact with herself and was captivated by how different she looked in this mirror now than she had the last time she’d looked into it. She’d seen herself thousands of times in hundreds of different mirrors, had looked at her face under so many different kinds of light—­she was accustomed to nothing so much as herself. But this mirror, and this light.


She hadn’t seen herself like this since the day she left home.


Her eyes had sat deeper in her head back then; her jawline had been softer; her skin had been worse by some measures, and better by others. But the changes didn’t register. In this mirror, now and always, she just looked like Vera Crowder. A combination of Daphne and Francis, a girl and then a young woman and now a woman—­just a woman, without ‘young’ attached. Pale the way a person gets when they’re indoors all the time, and tired the way a person gets after they’ve lived too many lives.


But the soft fall of her hair seemed to shine in this mirror. The line of her neck seemed more elegant than usual. She could not help but give herself a little smile. The Vera in the mirror smiled back.


She didn’t want to leave this room, the one room that had escaped her mother’s efforts at preservation. The one room where there was nothing for visitors to chew on. But it would take a very bad daughter, she decided, to hide in the bathroom ignoring her dying mother. And Vera was trying to be better.


She headed down the dark stairs toward her waiting bags, not bothering to turn the light on. All her earthly possessions were in those bags, not counting whatever her mother was going to leave behind. As Vera approached them, something snagged at the edge of her vision—­something unfamiliar in this too-­familiar landscape. Something new.


There were photos on the wall. That hadn’t been true before she left home. In a fit of rage and spite Daphne had taken them all down one day; for all her furtive searching, Vera had never been able to find them again. Daphne must have had fresh ones printed and framed and hung. Something to give her house­guests, so they could stare into Francis Crowder’s eyes and try to find something to sate their relentless hunger for him.


The new photos were notable, but they weren’t what caught Vera’s eye.


No—­the thing that stopped her short was just below where the photos of Vera and Francis and Daphne were hung.


A long, dark line.


Vera ran her palm across it, squinting in the dim light of the closed-­up house. It was rough, deep, a gouge that cut through the wallpaper and dug into the plaster. It stretched most of the length of the staircase. It was deep and cruel and strangely smooth at the edges, more of a scoop than a scratch.


Frowning, Vera pressed a finger into it, feeling the way the plaster cupped her fingertip.


She tried to remember walking up the stairs, tried to remember if she’d felt this gash then. Hadn’t the lights been on? And hadn’t she trailed her fingers along the wallpaper as she’d gone up?


Or had she simply remembered the sensation from a thousand times feeling it? That must be true, she thought. She couldn’t have missed this injury. Not if she’d felt it on her way up.


“What did you do,” she whispered, not wanting an answer.


The word inspiring sat as bitter as old bile on her tongue. Vera reminded herself that nothing ever happened inside the Crowder House without Daphne’s knowledge and permission. This injury to the wall had been inflicted by someone who knew they were allowed. There was no sense asking why.


Whatever had caused this—­whoever had caused it, whichever one of the monsters and parasites that her mother invited into their home—­Vera didn’t want to know. She didn’t need to know. Daphne was dying, now, and the time for answers was long gone. This was just something to be gotten through.


Vera skidded down the last few steps. She could patch up the wall later, when her more immediate work here was over. When the house was hers to sell, she supposed. She picked her things up and walked past the door to the basement again, staying out of the sightline of the dining room.


Her suitcase was in her left hand. The doorknob was in her right. It resisted her, and then it didn’t, and then the door was open and she was inside.
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Being back in her childhood room wasn’t as bad as she’d feared.


Smooth wood floors, just like in the rest of the lower level of the house. The closet she used to hide in when she felt lonely. Chest of drawers against one wall, the top covered with a dusty plexiglass shield. Desk beside it. Rickety wooden chair for doing homework in, pushed all the way under the desk to make walking space.


This room, more than any other, was always the safest place in the house for Vera. This room had been hers.


She’d spent so many years sitting in that chair, listening for her mother’s footsteps, waiting for the door to open. Waiting to be forgiven.


And there, in the middle of one wall—­there was her old bed. It was a queen-­sized brass half-­poster, familiar despite the bare new mattress resting on the ancient box spring. Vera put her bags down, nudged the duffel halfway beneath the bedframe. She rested her palm against one of the short bedknobs at the foot of the bed and pushed gently.


The whole frame rattled, metal-­on-­metal. It was even louder than she remembered.


Vera frowned. As a child, she’d assumed that the rattle was predetermined—­that it was just how beds were supposed to be, and there was nothing anyone could do to prevent the noise that rang out every time she turned over in her sleep or snuck in and out of her room. But she’d slept in a lot of beds in the intervening years, and she could now recognize the loose shimmy of the metal. It could easily have been silenced: a simple matter of tightening a couple of screws loose in the frame, where the headboard was joined to the platform.


Why hadn’t Francis ever fixed it? She only wondered for a moment before the answer came to her. He wanted to be able to hear.


Well, he wasn’t here anymore, and Vera could handle this without him. She just had to tighten the screws and then the bed would be quiet. That and some bedsheets, that’s all Vera needed to make this bed feel like her own.


Back upstairs, then, past the unfamiliar gash in the wall, to the hall closet where the extra bedlinens and the toolchest had always resided together, united in their utility. Francis had always left his tools there, at the bottom of the linen closet, tucked in next to a big basket of cleaning rags, for as long as Vera could remember.


It was still there—­a matte black case with bright orange clasps to hold it shut. It didn’t look like something that was his, and so it had been left alone, too boring for visitors to the house to inspect. Vera bent and snapped the clasps back, lifting the plastic lid of the case, her hands smearing years’ worth of thick dust away from the top of the lid.


The tools inside the chest were mismatched and oddly sized. There was a flathead screwdriver with a smooth wooden handle, a large hammer with a worn gray grip, an ancient tub of spackling putty but no putty knife. Vera could remember watching Francis spackling over a thumbtack-­hole she’d made in the wall—­he’d used a butter knife to do it, leaving tiny parallel grooves in the patch.


There was a pair of work gloves in the bottom of the case. Vera pulled them out and straightened, letting a few loose penny-­nails fall to the floor. The gloves were gray and heavy, striped at the cuffs, discolored and unevenly worn.


Her bare toes curled into the carpet absently, feeling for the sudden cold resistance of the dropped nails, as she lifted the gloves to her face. Vera buried her nose in the palm of one glove and inhaled her father deep into her lungs.


The gloves had been alone in that toolbox for such a long time, but they still hung on to him. Must and mildew dominated the bouquet of the old gloves, but Vera concentrated hard on the whisper of her father underneath the age and decay: wood and sweat and sun. He was still here, in this place that he made, in this place that made her.


He was still here.


The moment of longing she allowed herself was an excess, a once-­a-­year indulgence. It was all she could permit herself in this house, where remembering Francis was compulsory, but missing him was forbidden.


Vera tucked the feeling back away where it belonged, into the spaces behind her back teeth and between her knuckles and under her kneecaps. There was room for it there. She’d found that she could almost forget it entirely.


She didn’t bring the gloves with her when she returned to her bedroom.


She carried two screwdrivers in one hand—­a flathead and a Phillips-­head, since she couldn’t remember what the screws on her bed looked like. Under her other arm she’d tucked a set of sheets and pillowcases, light blue cotton with a fine pattern of white flowers. She used her elbow to turn the light off when she got to the bottom of the stairs. It didn’t take so much effort to ignore the gash in the wall this time.


She was already getting used to the small differences in the house where she’d grown up, the little injuries that weren’t hers to tend. Not yet, anyway.


Not until Daphne was dead.


All was quiet downstairs when Vera turned into the entryway. The light in the dining room was off, which meant that Daphne was either sleeping or lying silently in the dark, listening to the sound of Vera’s footsteps on the stairs and feigning unconsciousness to avoid conversation.


It wasn’t too dark to see, not with the thin wash of light from outside that made it into the entryway. But it was dimmer than Vera would have thought for so early in the evening this close to summer. She wondered if a thunderstorm was gathering outside, and she just hadn’t noticed.


Vera padded past the basement door to her old bedroom on quiet feet, nudged the door open with her shoulder, and then leaned back to close it. She bumped the lightswitch with the fist that held the screwdrivers and the overhead fixture blazed to life. Her eyes had already adjusted to the darkness of the entryway; the switch dazzled her for a moment, made her blink, left a shifting shadow across her vision.


She blinked again.


The shadow stayed.


It was next to her bed, a bunched-­up thing, something like a man crouching to pick up a penny or tie his shoe. It was a blur in the center of her field of vision, something floating on the surface of her eye, a fingerprint on her retina. It was not there, couldn’t be there—­but she couldn’t see through it or around it either.


Vera pressed the bedsheets to her chest and blinked again, harder this time. While her eyes were shut tight, the fingers of her right hand twitched around the screwdrivers. Her hand was full, so she couldn’t snap once, let alone four times, but her dust-­smeared thumb and middle finger tried futilely to move toward each other anyway.


When she opened her eyes, the shadow was gone.


Vera exhaled hard through her nose. “Calm down, Vee,” she muttered, mostly to adulterate the stifling silence of the house. She told herself that this was fatigue. Maybe a visual migraine. It made sense. She’d been driving for four days, had come into an extremely stressful environment, had spoken to her mother face-­to-­face for the first time in . . . a very, very long time. Her stomach was hollow and she knew that she should probably find something to eat, but this—­the shadow, the little hallucination or whatever it was—­proved that what Vera really needed was sleep.


She leaned against the door, thumped the back of her head against the wood a few times. She closed her eyes and let fatigue wash over her. She wanted to cry. Surely that would help. A good long cry. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had one, which was probably a bad sign.


Her bones were so heavy. She knew she should go and see her mother again. It was the right thing to do, the reason she was here—­a daughter should want to spend time with her mother. Plus, Daphne would be furious at her for missing dinner with their guest, the artist that had heralded Vera’s most recent unraveling. Whoever they might be.


Then again, Vera reminded herself, Daphne’s fury couldn’t do anything beyond kicking her back out.


It had happened before.


If it happened again, so be it.


She would not go to dinner, she decided. She couldn’t. Not tonight.


Tonight she would take five steps across the room to her bed, and she would put the sheets on the bed and lie down and go right to sleep. She could fix the bedframe tomorrow. She could put pillowcases on the pillows in the morning. She needed sleep, right away, thick rich dark sleep, and in the morning everything would be the same but she would be able to face it all without breaking.


Vera could have fallen asleep just like that, leaning up against the door of her childhood bedroom with her eyes closed. The wood of the door seemed soft against her weary shoulders, seemed to mold itself perfectly to the curve of her spine. She could have nodded off on her feet right then and there.


Until the bedframe rattled again.


Her eyes snapped open.


The noise was still fading, the bedframe still shaking minutely. Vera watched it move, her breath held tight, a wash of adrenaline burning the weight out of her bones and replacing it with a high harsh buzz of fear. Her mouth flooded with the taste of pennies.


She told herself she’d imagined the sound. But of course that didn’t work at all—­her mind immediately rejected this as an obvious lie. The bedframe had rattled. Vera was across the room from it and it had rattled. She hadn’t touched it, nothing had touched it, but it had rattled anyway.


She took a breath. One of the Wellness Packets she’d completed as a teenager had advised breathing in moments of uncertainty. She’d given herself an A-­minus on that packet. She took another breath.


There was nothing in the room with her that she could see. There was nowhere to hide other than the closet, and that door was still shut tight against everything that could possibly exist in a house like this. There was nowhere else to go—­except for one place.


Before Vera could talk herself out of it, she stooped to look under the bed.


Nothing was there.


Of course nothing was there.


The space between the bedframe and the floor was thick with dust and shadows, uniform in coverage, unbroken by the solidity of flesh and undisturbed by movement.


“Come on,” Vera hissed. “You’re tired and this is childish. Don’t be childish. Just be tired.”


She made good on her plan: walk to bed, spread sheets out on mattress. Toss pants and bra onto floor to be reworn tomorrow. Get horizontal. Eyes closed. Sleep, goddamn it.


It wouldn’t work. The lights were still on. She’d never once in her life been able to sleep with the lights on. That wasn’t going to change now, just because she was in a room where she’d prefer not to be in the dark. Just because she didn’t like the idea of turning that light off.


Vera knew she was being ridiculous. She knew it. But her mother was next door, dying, and a ravenous stranger was living in the backyard and her bedroom door still didn’t have a lock on it, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that she should really, really keep the light on.


Vera refused to bend to a feeling like that last one. She got up out of the bed fast and angry. She stalked across the room, turned the light off with a too-­loud slap at the switch. Back in bed, even faster, rattling the bedframe, back under the flat sheet with no blanket, her palm still stinging from where she’d struck the wall. Furious at herself for reasons she couldn’t have articulated even if she’d tried.


The familiar room was full of an unfamiliar quiet. There must have been a storm overhead, because almost no light at all came through her bedroom windows. It may as well have been midnight at the bottom of the ocean.


Vera didn’t like any of it, but the deep fatigue of the drive and the day won out over her vigilance.


It wasn’t long before the adrenaline drained out of her, a retreating tide that left deep, heavy exhaustion behind it. Sleep wrapped itself snug around her wrists and ankles and waist and pulled her down hard against the mattress.


Vera’s last thought before sleeping was of how silly she’d been to be frightened.


This was the Crowder House. The house her father built.


There was nothing to be afraid of here.




CHAPTER FOUR


Vera is eleven years old and she is afraid.


There are noises again.


They woke her up a few minutes ago. Thumps and scrapes and scrabbles, and once a dull wet slap. The noises are coming from under her bed and she is sure, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that they are the result of Something Bad.


Vera still has one ear pressed to her pillow. Her pillowcase has foxes on it. Her hair is long and blond and it fans across the fox pillow in a meander of tangles. This is the last summer she will sleep with the fox pillowcase. It’s for little kids and she wants something more mature soon—­not grown-­up, she doesn’t say that anymore. She says ‘mature’ or she says ‘adult.’ She wants something more mature soon, but the fox pillowcase stays cool even on the nights when her open bedroom window lets in nothing but stickiness and katydid sounds, so for now it can stay.


She knows that the sounds outside her window are katydids and not cicadas, because her father told her that cicadas mostly make noise during the day while katydids mostly make noise at night. Her mother calls both noises ‘that racket’ and closes up her own bedroom windows to keep that racket out.


The noises that are coming from under the bed are louder than that racket. That’s how Vera knows that the sound is closer to her than the bugs are.


The bugs are outside. The sounds are inside. They’re inside for sure.


Vera eyes the vague shapes that are scattered throughout the bedroom. The shapes are black against the ambient gray of the darkness, which is cut only by a vague notion of moonlight from outside and the insubstantial glow of Vera’s nightlight. That nightlight is beside the bedroom door, a hundred miles away.


Vera always tells herself that the nightlight is there so she can see the door in the dark, so she doesn’t trip over the piles of clothes that now in the darkness look like unknowable hungry gape-­mouthed monsters. She tells herself that she isn’t scared of the dark. She’s too mature for that kind of thing. She’s outgrown it.


There is Something Bad under the bed and it’s making those sounds. She’s certain that if she moves, the Bad thing will know she is awake. If it knows she is awake it will get her.


That’s how these things work: they wait until a person is awake enough to be scared, they wait until a person is conscious enough to hope for mercy, and then they don’t give any mercy at all.


Did one of the vague shadows on the bedroom floor move? Vera tries to remember if she left a pile of clothes in that spot, that very spot. Surely she doesn’t own so many clothes that they could make such a huge black shape on the floor so close to the foot of her bed. Does she?


She can’t get to the door now. If she tried, she would have to do two impossible things: get out from under the covers, and let her feet touch the floor. She can’t do that. If her foot touches the floor next to her bed then something will reach out lightning-­fast and grasp her ankle, and then it will have her.


There’s a long, slow scrape from just beneath her head.


Vera breathes through her nose, only through her nose, short shallow breaths that she hopes will be the right kind of quiet. But then she has second thoughts. She’s pretty sure that she usually sleeps with her mouth open. Has the thing under the bed been there for so long that it will recognize the difference between her asleep-­breathing and her awake-­breathing?


The noises are getting closer to her, she’s sure of it.


A sound like scrabbling claws reverberates through the wall above her pillow, and she makes tight fists in the cotton of her summer quilt. The cotton wicks the sweat away from her palms. Her sheets wick sweat away from the rest of her. There’s a lot of sweat, all of a sudden. She bites down on her pillowcase, trying not to make a sound, trying not to let it know that she’s awake.


She’s not trying hard enough. A thin whine escapes her throat.


She can’t be alone in the room with the thing under her bed. Whatever it is, whatever it wants, whatever it’s planning—­she can’t face it alone. She’s too small. She’s too scared. This is the first time she has ever felt ashamed of that. In the past, whenever she felt too small or too scared, it was okay and she asked for help and she usually got it. But now she is eleven, and soon she will be twelve, and after that she’ll be a teenager, and she knows from the bigger kids at school that she has to get rid of her fox pillowcases and her nightlight and her small bony fearful body.
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